This article asks 'what is a faith community?' This is important because of a re-emergence of faith and the 'faith community' as a public category in many Western countries. This is reflected in the UK in a public policy interest in faiths as repositories of resources for 'strengthened community'. Thus faiths are understood as 'containers' of staff, buildings, volunteers, networks, values and skills which can be 'harnessed' in key community domains, especially the provision of welfare and social services, extended forms of participative neighbourhood governance, and initiatives for community cohesion.
Faith in the Public Realm: after secularisation
In the middle part of the twentieth century, the assumption that faith had ceased to be a legitimate public category appeared to have taken hold. Later, data gave rise to critiques of secularisation which are well rehearsed in the sociological literature. There it is noted that secularisation is an idea which has always been more complex than is credited. First, secularisation refers to "the freeing of [certain] areas of life from their theological origins or basis" (Alexander 2002) and, from the Latin 'saeculum' ('age'), contrasts the immanency of the world with the atemporality of the heavenly. Practically, it refers to that process "whereby religious thinking, practice and institutions lose social significance" (Wilson 1966) but it by no means expels faith altogether from the public realm.
Second, its diminishing significance has been attributed to the handing over to Third, it is suggested that faiths lost much of their social significance under the dual pressures of urbanisation and technological innovation so that, as populations centred in cities, communities broke down and with them, the social control of religious leaders within them. At the same time, technology promised ways round 'God-given' constraints, particularly those associated with medical interventions and with telecommunications which give people access to each other in immediate ways across enormous distances. Yet these ideas also have been criticised for their Eurocentricity, being located in F o r P e e r R e v i e w the urban lives and technological trends of Western Europeans. Berger's assumption that by "the twenty first century, religious believers are likely to be found only in small sects, huddled together to resist a worldwide secular culture" (Berger 1968) , has been modified by his view that "the world today, with some exceptions…is as furiously religious as it ever was…" (Berger 1999 ).
Yet the 'faiths' data is highly debated and it has been observed that "sociologists are always suspicious of statistics…even more [so] of religious statistics" (Davie 1994 p45) . Variables such as 'membership', 'affiliation' and 'belief' are highly contested. Thus, while the census material in the UK indicates a convincingly strong 'faith presence', it is "important to recognise that the census questions were to do with religious affiliation…rather than saying anything about either religious belief or religious practice" (Weller 2007 p27) . It has been noted that "…on the one hand, variables concerned with feelings, experience and the more numinous aspects of religious belief demonstrate considerable persistence…; on the other, those which measure religious orthodoxy, ritual participation and institutional attachment display an undeniable degree of secularization…" (Davie 1994 pp4-5) This tends to suggest "high levels of belief and low levels of practice" (Davie 1994 p5), though there are exceptions to the trend, for example in Northern Ireland and Scotland, where there are manifested "markedly higher levels of religious practice than almost all other European countries" (Davie 1999 p14).
Nevertheless, it has been noted in the case of faith that "Statistically there can be little doubt about the trends; they go downwards" (Davie 1999 p52).
Faith, Citizenship and the 'Faith Community'
At the same time, the re-emergence of public faith is nevertheless asserted in the UK in the government's 'repositories' discourse which sees faiths as F o r P e e r R e v i e w "gateways to access the tremendous reserves of energy and commitment of their members, which can be of great importance to the development of civil society" (Home Office 2004 p7). People of faith are seen as already good at being citizens. It is an 'enactment citizenship' based in the formula, 'rights with responsibilities' -with the emphasis on the responsibilities. People of faith are regarded as strong volunteers, they associate, they vote, they campaign and participate in governance, they provide services, they network, they contribute through social capital to community cohesion. It is hoped in UK policy that this can be drawn upon and extended in to wider citizenships as a basis for strong community.
The 'dark side' of faiths -that they can be interior, evangelical, so tightly bonded that they cannot bridge or link, and whose loyalty to faith prevails over their loyalty as citizens -is elided in this view. This may be because there is also considerable interest in the other resources they are perceived to holdbuildings, staff, volunteers, networks, even money. Some have identified their 'commodification' (Bretherton 2006) and criticised policy for its instrumentalism of faiths in pursuit of their 'usefulness' in service delivery, community cohesion and governance. But 'faith' is a complicated notion -not only in the rarefied environment of academia but also in the practices of engaging with faiths. This takes place in the intersection between faith, citizenship and the public in the so-called 'faith community' -that space conceived of as mediating private faith to public space. This is where the UK government thinks resources lie and faith communities are regarded as the repositories of which they talk.
Therefore we see in the Working Together report (Home Office 2004) references to 'faith communities' five times in the foreword alone and "recommendations to faith communities" (Home Office 2004:5) and later to "faith bodies" (ibid:5), it talks about "faith experts" (ibid:22), encourages engagement in "faith awareness training" (ibid:5) and wants the active pursuit of "faith literacy" (ibid:7). 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 what we are dealing with in order to respect the characteristics which make it 'valuable' in the first place. We must ask ourselves whether the idea of the 'faith community' really is more than an 'imagined community' (Mayo 2000); a construction of the wishful thinking of policy makers. And if so, how? I propose here to use four notions of community to explore this. They are each communitarian notions -useful because of the central role communitarianism plays in the policies which so emphatically envisage the 'faith community'. I hope to do two things: first, to explore what kind of community a faith community might be; and second, to show that faiths as communities are highly situated and contingent. By looking at what those contingencies might be, I want to raise questions which need to be addressed if policy is to engage with faiths according to the values of community -which respect and empower them, inclusively. I will propose that an appropriate policy approach is one which embraces community development to engage with and understand the faith communities it envisages.
The notions around which I organise my exploration are community of location, community of shared history and values, community of common activities and community of solidarity.
Community as Location
Community of location is based on the idea that a common locale helps assure that the various shared aspects of community arise from that form of life in which "members find themselves to begin with" (Sandel 1982 p136).
Here, affiliations are regarded as neither entirely voluntary nor broken at will.
Community is understood as a rich texture of involuntary interconnections which precede social interaction and are unconscious to it. It is in this sense that people "find themselves to begin with" (Sandel 1982 p136) in a matrix which they have not chosen and which they cannot choose to reject. It is 'in the bones'. Though people may leave the geographical location, the In relation to faith communities, the idea of the unchosen matrix may apply better to some traditions than to others. Congregations are frequently gathered on the basis of proximity to the faith building -an otherwise random coming together of people who do not 'choose' each other. There is also an issue of identification with a much wider 'unchosen community'. We know that more than 75% of people identify themselves as Christian while we know that only one million attend churches regularly. This is not to assume that 'attendance' is the only indicator of 'having faith' but it does suggest that there is a feeling of belonging to some 'community' (the 'community' of 'being Christian') even without actively choosing it or translating that into what might be called chosen or active participation. But MacIntyre insists upon a 'relationalism' within the unchosen community and that it is in this relationalism that communities are 'located'. This may be closer to the experience of other traditions, or traditions within traditions, wherein people of faith do indeed start with where "they find themselves to begin with" (Sandel 1982 p136) but move within that to make associations of community. The faith community as 'territorial + relational location' may fit some faiths better than others therefore.
It also raises the question of how that territorialism expresses itself and what form relationalism takes within it. In our study of faith as social capital, we found that faith buildings can be highly effective foci of relationships which underpin useful work and presence in the wider community (Furbey et al 2006) . This relationship between the place of the faith community and the space of the interactions within it may be one central dimension, therefore.
But this, in turn, raises questions about who is in the place, who knows whom within it and how these associations relate to wider civil society. It is not as simple as assuming that people of faith go to locations of faith and associate with others of faith in ways which produce goods for a wider community. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 If one group predominates within a partnership this may lead to fracture Faiths should get involved in procurement because they need to have their vision and mission there in public space -this is seen by many as an opportunity for faiths to bring specific values to the public arena, for example, tackling some of the values of corporations such as supermarkets by doing things differently through service delivery in the public arena 1 Two regional faith based bodies providing support to local faith bodies to maximise their capacity for and engagement in community development There is an important question nevertheless about the relationship between the worshipping community and that part of it which engages in public sector contracts. In particular the role of evangelism is a key concern in relation to this -should faiths be providing services with values conditions, either explicitly or implicitly?
At the same time, it may be that openness about starting points, intent and purpose, may be sufficient, just as 'mission statements' are for other non faith based organisations
There may be opportunities for faith traditions to come together in consortia to deliver services, with some potentially very interesting ramifications, including possible valuable synergies?
Might some also want proudly to remain single faith?
Policy makers and procurors may not see the relevance of issues of faith and belief in the first place and such debates may be seen as wasteful and redundant
There is a very important difference between 'making money out of doing good' and 'making money anywhere in order to do good' -it matters what kind of service is contracted for
Equalities legislation is likely to bite in new ways for faith groups wanting to engage in public sector contracts as faith groups engage as employers and contracting authorities grapple with sometimes cross-cutting values within faith groups Whatever happens, faith based public sector tendering is new territory and it is important to remember that 'too fast might be too frightening' and that learning about financial and legal responsibilities in particular, as well as about the functions and mechanisms of project managing contracts is key Candidates include neighbourhood projects arising out of a worshipping community but distinct from it, social enterprise 'arms', leaders and representatives who sit on panels or boards for neighbourhood initiatives, and those who use the building or place occasionally for specific purposes such as rites of passage (for example weddings and funerals). Which 'bits' of this can be said to constitute 'community'? Faith communities might also coalesce around common vocabularies, practices and understandings. But while a 'history and values' understanding sees faith communities as "…a social framework for individuals to understand Another angle is that people of faith themselves might want to add to a 'shared history and values' account that they are also about understanding and relating to God or the 'other' as both source and member of the community to which they belong. Indeed, it is the very fact of 'faith' itself which may differentiate and ultimately define what makes a community a 'faith community' -an aspect often overlooked by policy makers. What happens when the 'faith' in 'faith communities' is effectively sheared off by policy? How does action appeal to motivation and how is it sustained when they are separated? Just as in wider community development praxis depends upon reflection, might similar processes apply to the relationship between theology and practice in the faith community?
It is also the case that faiths are highly differentiated in terms of the practices and traditions upon which they each draw. In some cases this has resulted in forms of liturgy and other formal practices which are unrecognisable to members of different traditions within the same faith. At times it has led to violence and dissent. This is clearly uncomfortable for the notion of community based on shared history and values.
At the same time there are interesting attempts to consciously acknowledge differences and to identify such histories and values, and/or to bridge between them, in the many multi-faith and inter-faith initiatives which proliferate. In the But to what extent might such groupings be understood in the language of 'faith community'?
Community and Common Activities
The third strand in communitarian understandings of community is that it resides in common activities and political participation. This rests on the assumption that communities consist of members' participation in common activities, for example residents' associations, community education and community action. On the other hand, some faith traditions tend more towards hierarchy, and 'participatory dialectic' might be strong in itself but not be aligned with power.
In other words there might be lots of talk but little opportunity to decide. In other cases it may not take place at all. Not all faiths are amenable, or in the same ways, to dialectic and deliberation. The extent to which participation is inclusive -or happens at all -may vary dramatically. Where this affects the role of women and young people, for example, claims to 'community' may be seriously problematic.
'Common activities' understandings of community also raise the question of whether faiths are always good at 'collective participatory dialectic' in the first place. Certainly doctrinal and literalist approaches to faith may require a signing up to an established catechism of belief rather than an exploration or deliberation of faithfulness which finds its way towards something meaningful.
This may produce a community of 'members' but how far does that result in a deeply relational community of brothers and sisters in faith? And how, in turn, might such a fraternity express itself as contributing to a wider citizenship in a public realm of many 'communities'?
Community and Solidarity
A fourth characteristic of community is a high degree of solidarity. This draws together the idea of 'interdependence' found in each of the other strands but suggests that this is insufficient in itself to constitute 'community'. This arises out of two problems: first, that not all 'other' people have the same significance to the 'self'. Rather, this changes and intensifies according to proximity in time, space and biological relationality. Put more simply, we love some people more than others. Differing degrees of interdependence cannot be sufficient of themselves as foundations for 'community' therefore.
Second, that psychosocial understandings of interdependence suggest that social interdependence is a feature of every individual existence regardless of the idea of community. For example, the idea of transaction in child development provides that human growth depends on the transaction of usually between mother and child but later burgeoning outwards to a lifelong interdependence in the family, the neighbourhood, the workplace and beyond.
Phillips suggests that it is thus "a sociological truism that we cannot even conceive of a person separate and absolutely alone in the world, independent of other people" (Phillips 1993 p72). Therefore this interdependence cannot of itself be sufficient to constitute 'community'. The idea of solidarity is introduced, therefore, to describe a general and diffuse sense of community with everyone else in it. It depends upon shared locality, common history and shared activities but recognises that they are not enough on their own to constitute 'community'.
Solidarity adds "fraternal sentiments and fellow feeling" (Sandel 1982 p18) and a "we-sense" (Bellah et al 1991 p16) characterised by special concerns and moral obligations which exist 'from the beginning' and which do not exist in relationships with people outside the community. This communitarian conception of community is thus highly moral and focused on the idea of 'the social good'. This seems like a resonant description for a putative 'faith community'. Everybody is interdependent already -but faith communities choose a further fraternity which constitutes this 'we-sense'.
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